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ARTICLE 2

Sustainable Development Goal 4: When Access to
Education is Not Enough
Christina M. Chiarelli-Helminiak, West Chester University
Terrence O. Lewis, West Chester University

ABSTRACT
The fourth United Nations Sustainable Development Goal “ensure[s] inclusive and quality
education for all and promote[s] lifelong learning” which aspires that by 2030, all women
and men will have equal access to affordable and quality education, including at the
university level. This critical policy analysis questions whether access is enough in the
United States’ (U.S.) system of post-secondary education; as social injustices and human
rights violations affect students’ access and degree completion at colleges and universities
in the U.S. The evidence suggests that socio-economic disparities may have a significant
negative impact on the academic success of students who are from underrepresented and
marginalized populations, even when access has been gained.
Keywords: human rights, higher education, social justice, sustainable development goals, United States

Sustainable Development Goal 4: When access to education is not enough
In September 2015, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly adopted the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) in its pursuit of global justice. With the
intention to affect policy change, the SDGs strive to positively impact vulnerable and oppressed groups across the globe. Yet, there are sure to be debates,
challenges, and limitations associated with many, if not all, of the SDGs.
The fourth SDG “ensure[s] inclusive and quality education for all and promote[s] lifelong learning” which aspires that by 2030, all women and men will
have equal access to affordable and quality education, including at the university level (United Nations, 2015). Such a lofty goal is relevant not only in the
Global South, but in the Global North as well. This paper will focus on education at the university level using the United States as its focal point. In this critical policy analysis, the authors question whether access to education is enough,
as social injustices and human rights violations affect students’ success in the
classroom. The authors provide recommendations to work towards SDG 4 in
the context of complexities related to the United States post-secondary educational experience from recruitment through graduation.
Case Vignette
Before continuing on to the main body of the paper, it is helpful to consider an
all too common college experience in the United States. The character presented below is based on real students’ experiences. This example will be referred to
throughout the body of the paper.
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Danielle was born to young African American parents who married soon
after high school graduation. Her father held an assortment of jobs in the auto
industry, but never really pursued a career; while Danielle’s mother was always
employed in the service industry, earning well below minimum wage instead
depending on tips. Life in the family’s home was tumultuous as both parents
drank and Danielle’s father was abusive towards her mother. The parents
almost divorced, but decided not to after having a second daughter. Danielle’s
mother frequently moved out with her daughters only to return to her husband
again. During her primary and elementary school years, Danielle changed
schools every year due to the frequent moves. The schools were often under
resourced and located in low-income, urban communities. After her parents
finally divorced, her mother engaged in a series of relationships with other
abusive men and primarily worked in the evenings leaving Danielle home to
care for her younger sister. When Danielle was entering the seventh grade, the
family moved into a home located in a low-income area of a wealthy suburban community. Now somewhat stabilized in one school, teachers began to
identify the effects moving around so much during her early schooling had on
Danielle, including deficiencies in her writing abilities. During her high school
years, Danielle attended vocational training in data processing, in addition to
attending college-preparation classes at her high school and caring for her sister
after school. Danielle felt that college was the only way she could get out of the
city she grew up in, a desire she had especially after her father was killed when
she was 15. Danielle was conditionally accepted at a state university pending
successful completion of a pre-freshman summer program designed to assist
students with academic and financial disadvantages transition into college.
Upon completion of the program, Danielle began her freshman year as a computer science major with a work-study campus job. Being over two hours away
from home, Danielle also maintained an additional part-time job to pay for gas
and upkeep of her vehicle. Unfortunately, by her third semester Danielle failed
out of the university due to her low grade point average.
Education as a Right
The right to education is a critical freedom that has been included in international human rights treaties and documents since the formation of the United
Nations. Along with civil and political rights, the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (UDHR) includes six significant social and economic rights,
including the rights to social security (Articles 22, 23, and 25), work (Articles
23 and 24), food, health, and housing (Article 25), and education (Article 26).
While Article 26 of the UDHR promotes access to learning across the lifespan,
it specifically states higher education “shall be equally accessible to all on the
basis of merit” (United Nations, 1948).
The right to higher education has been reinforced in other key human rights
documents. Article 13 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and
Cultural Rights states “higher education shall be made equally accessible to
all, on the basis of capacity, by every appropriate means, and in particular by
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the progressive introduction of free education” (United Nations, 1966). Article
28 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child also states “higher education
[shall be] accessible to all on the basis of capacity by every appropriate means”
(United Nations, 1989). The inclusion of the right to education in these, and
other, human rights documents highlights the role education plays in realizing
other social, economic, and cultural rights, as well as political and civil rights.
MDG to SDG: Inclusion of Higher Education
While the right to higher education has historically been included in human
rights treaties and documents, it was excluded from the Millennium Development Goals (MDG). The eight MDGs, launched in 2002, were touted as a
blueprint to improve the lives of the world’s poorest populations in the Global
South. The focus of the second MDG was to “achieve universal primary education,” a necessary stepping stone if higher education is to be accessed later in
life. Largely ignored in the U.S., the MDGs were instrumental in increasing primary school enrollment and literacy rates in the Global South (United Nations,
2016).
While the MDGs unified the development targets of the United Nations, the
SDGs further this mission by strengthening the capacity of the Global North
and Global South nation states. Extending from the MDGs, education is one
of 17 goals and includes 10 of the 169 targets in the SDGs. Most notably, equal
access for men and women is important as girls and women continue to lag
behind boys and men in terms of access to education at all levels. In addition to
gender equity, the SDGs are rights-based and consider systemic causes of poverty (Kumar, Kumar, & Vivekadhish, 2016; United Nations, 2015).
Human Rights and the United States
The U.S. is exceptional in terms of human rights. Human rights violations and
practices are often considered appropriate for other countries, but not the U.S.
When making an allowance for human rights violations in the U.S., it is often in
the context of specific issues such as sex trafficking, rather than poverty, education gaps, and other inequities that result from historical and systematic-level
policies and practices (Hertel & Libal, 2011). In the U.S., the intersections of race,
class, and gender in relation to quality education and success are often ignored.
This extends to other economic and social rights, including access to quality
food, health care, and housing; work with a livable wage, security, and benefits;
and sufficient social security when intersected with educational access and success also being disregarded (Fukuda-Parr, Lawson-Remer, & Randolph, 2015).
The U.S. is the only member state of the UN (1989) that has yet to ratify the
Convention on the Rights of the Child. Regardless of the status of ratification,
child abuse is a human rights violation that has long-term consequences related
to school success. In 2014, approximately 702,000 children in the United States
were victims of maltreatment . Neglect was found to be the most frequent form
of maltreatment (75%), with 17% of children physically abused and 8% sexually abused. Additionally, children suffered psychological maltreatment, medical
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neglect, and various other forms or multiple forms of maltreatment. While in
general, more children found to be maltreated were white, when examining
abuse within specific racial groups, children from minority groups have the
highest incidence rates (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2016).
Child abuse and neglect is just one of what are now termed Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs) that have lasting consequences for a person’s long-term
health and social success.
ACEs are characterized as negative events that occur before the age of 18. In
addition to incidents of child abuse, ACEs include experiences of food insecurity, parental alcohol and/or drug use, parental separation and/or divorce, as well
as the presence of someone in the household going to prison or experiencing
mental health issues. Individual scores are totaled based on the existence of
each ACE during childhood with higher ACEs scores being linked to greater
risks in behavioral and health outcomes in adulthood, including academic
achievement and graduation (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
[CDC], 2016). Danielle, based on what we know from the case vignette, would
have an ACEs score of 4 out of 10 based on witnessing the abuse of her mother
which also caused her to fear for her own safety, living with problem drinkers,
and her parent’s divorce.
In the U.S., numerous studies have found the commonality of experiencing
ACEs (Clarkson Freeman, 2014; Dong et al., 2004; Larkin, Felitti, & Anda,
2014). In the seminal study on ACEs, a quarter of participants (26%) reported
having one ACE. Nearly 64% of participants reported one or more ACEs with
12.5% reporting four or more ACEs (Felitti et al., 1998). Starting in 2009, 32
states and the District of Columbia have included the ACEs questionnaire in
their Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System. Thus far, the findings from
10 states and Washington, DC are similar to the seminal research in that 24%
of participants reported at least one ACE, while almost 60% reported one or
more ACEs and 14% reported four or more (CDC, 2016). Researchers, such as
Giovanelli, Reynolds, Mondi, and Suh-Ruu (2016), have begun to link higher
ACEs with decreased high school graduation rates, which will in turn affect
opportunities associated with college.
Education in the United States
The U.S. is an appropriate venue to consider the promise and limitations of
SDG 4 specific to access to higher education. While some may argue that focus
should be placed on evaluating the potential and confines of the SDGs in the
Global South, the UN felt it necessary to expand the SDGs to the Global North.
Not addressing the SDGs in the context of the U.S. allows for the ongoing
perception of US exceptionalism. Evaluation of its policies and practices is an
opportunity to hold the U.S. accountable in terms of access to higher education.
Education is a crucial resource and tool for social mobility, especially in the
U.S., where a university degree is seen as the way to advance in terms of economic stability, social class, and status (United Nations Educational, Scientific,
20
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and Cultural Organization, 2014). Unfortunately, education achievement gaps
highlight stark differences between socio-economically privileged and disadvantaged students; with students coming from resource-rich communities
more likely to not only access higher education, but to graduate with a university degree (Berliner, 2006; The Pell Institute, 2015; Shireman, 2016). Success
in higher education is dependent on the quality of primary through secondary
education. Unfortunately, many U.S. students from traditionally underrepresented and marginalized groups are inadequately prepared to succeed at the
university level (Nichols & Schack, 2017; Schak & Nichols, 2017; Tinto, 2012).
Due to the frequent school changes, Danielle experienced during her primary
and elementary school years, her foundational learning was affected. This is not
an uncommon experience for children in the U.S. The U.S. General Accounting
Office (2010) reported statistically significant differences between children who
moved schools frequently (four or more time) and those who moved two or less
times. The frequent movers, 13% of a cohort followed for nine years starting in
kindergarten, were more likely to be African American and poor and were less
likely to live with a father or in a home owned by their family. In a meta-analysis, Mehana and Reynolds (2004) found frequent moves before the sixth grade
resulted in lower academic achievement due to disruptions in teaching, interference with peer and social environments, and students’ lower socio-economic
status. The authors went on to report that low income, minority children, who
moved during their foundational years of school experienced more negative
effects of frequent moves. The U.S. General Accounting Office (2010) also
found that schools with a high percentage of mobility (10% or more of the
student population moving within the school year) were more likely to received
school-wide Title I federal funding for low-income students, 45% vs. 21%, and
participate in the National School Lunch Program, 92% of schools with high
mobility vs. 68% of schools with low mobility. The higher mobility schools also
reported higher rates of absenteeism, more students with limited English proficiency, and a greater need for special education services compared to schools
with low mobility (data presented for eighth grade only). While frequent moves
are associated with lower academic achievement, researchers agree that other
familial and structural issues also affect students’ educational progress (Alexander, Entwisle, & Dauber, 1996; Tucker, Marx, & Long, 1998)
In an effort to level the playing field, former U.S. President Barack Obama proposed free, universal community college education. Utilizing public secondary
education as a model, America’s College Promise would equate to an average
savings of $7,600 per students for the two years spent at community college.
An estimated 9 million students per year would benefit from such a program
(Hudson, 2015). The proposal would greatly benefit minorities and women who
make up 40% and 57%, respectively, of community college students (Executive
Office of the President, 2015). America’s College Promise Act of 2015 (H.R.
2962) was introduced in the House of Representatives in July 2015 and subsequently sent to the Subcommittee on Higher Education and Workforce Train21
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ing in November 2015. Such an ambitious plan would have been a step in the
direction of working towards providing equal access to higher education in the
U.S., yet the proposal gained no bi-partisan support. President Donald Trump
and Department of Education Secretary Betsy DeVos have not provided any
movement in support of such higher education policies or priorities.
While the SDGs and America’s College Promise are valiant efforts, neither are
by any means sufficient. While it could be argued that each policy is beginning
to address the intersectionality of college access and socioeconomic status, race,
gender, and other statuses, both proposed policies focus on access to higher
education while neglecting retention and degree completion. Once accepted in
to a program of higher education, students from traditionally underrepresented
and marginalized groups are less likely to graduate (The Pell Institute, 2015), as
was the case with Danielle.
When Access In Not Enough
As tuition-driven institutions, U.S. colleges and universities are motivated to
increase their recruitment and enrollment of students. Seen as a leader in higher education worldwide, the U.S. has faced a decrease in public funds allocated
for higher education forcing universities look to business models and fundraising professionals for guidance on diversifying their incomes sources (Mitic,
2015; Tierney, 2014). Such movement mirrors trends occurring in the U.S.
social welfare system, where less public funding is put into social programs and
more social services are privatized. In higher education, faculty are increasingly
encouraged to solicit funding for their own research as faculty development and
research funds are cut and students are directed to private lenders as student
financial aid in the form of public grants diminish. According to the U.S.
Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics (2016), over
a ten year period beginning with the 2003-04 academic year, the cost at a public
institution increased by 34%, while the cost of at a private institution grew by
25% (calculated after inflation adjustment for undergraduate tuition, housing, and associated fees). Rising costs and declining financial aid continue to
jeopardize not only access to higher education for many potential students who
lack financial resources, but the very basis of the mission of higher education
(Mitic, 2015). Relative to this trend of increased costs and decreased aid, college
debt in the U.S. is at an all-time high, making many potential students question
whether a college degree is worth the expense.
Research indicates that the socio-economic diversity of college students has
gradually improved in response to modest efforts to develop more inclusive
recruitment and admission strategies (Tinto, 2012). Despite these new strategies, higher education is not effectively addressing multiple barriers that still
exist for students from underrepresented and marginalized communities. Some
of the admissions barriers include poor academic and psychosocial preparation
for college, inadequate financial aid, and the continuation of advisement strategies that favor traditional students (Carlson, 2016; Jed Foundation et. al., 2015).
22
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In addition to admission barriers, most colleges and universities struggle with
significant attrition rates. A significant number of students drop out during
their first two years in a four undergraduate degree program (Jed Foundation
et. al, 2015; Tinto, 2012). For many of these students, successful completion of a
college degree becomes an unachievable goal due to multiple barriers. Documented barriers to graduation include financial fragility, healthcare fragility, inadequate emotional support on campus, inadequate academic support
services, and maintaining multiple underpaying jobs to meet basic living needs,
as seen in Danielle’s case. An additional barrier, especially relevant for women,
is competing caregiver responsibilities, typically for minor children and elderly
family members, which is not reimbursed in the U.S. (Jed Foundation et. al.,
2015; Lang, 2008; Tinto, 2012). While managing these life stressors, many
students give up on their dreams to pursue a college degree, a profession, and a
better standard of living for themselves and their families (Carlson, 2016; Lang,
2008; Tinto, 2012). These challenging realities support the United Nation’s call
for increasing access to higher education for all individuals.
Unfortunately, the complexity of the current inequalities in the U.S. educational system requires a multi-dimensional assessment and intervention plan
to achieve the SDG related to education, taking into consideration systemic
inequality, historical oppression, and the unique needs of underrepresented
minority and first generation college students. Therefore, it seems pertinent
to question whether access to education is enough as systemic social injustices
and human rights violations contribute to and result in the presence of these
multiple barriers.
Promoting a Human Rights Culture within Higher Education
A human rights culture within institutions of higher education is a critical issue
to be considered. While an in-depth conceptualization is beyond the scope of
this article, a few key features are suggested to begin the conversation to develop
a model for an academy-wide human rights culture.
Collaboration and Interdisciplinary Engagement
The academy is built around divisions and silos, whereas a human rights culture revolves around collaboration and interdisciplinary engagement as an academic priority. Supportive relationships between faculty, staff, administrators,
and students should be encouraged as no one department or office can claim
to know it all. Therefore, the traditional silos built up in institutions of higher
education must be dismantled to be replaced with a human rights-oriented
organizational structure that fosters interdisciplinary collaborations and learning environments (Holley, 2009; Linde & Arthur, 2015). While sure to be a long
and arduous process, assessing and retooling all aspects of university policies
and practices to promote a human rights culture has the potential to provide
better academic support for students from traditionally underrepresented and
marginalized groups from recruitment to graduation.
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Faculty and Staff Development
Seminars, such as Garran, Kang, and Fraser’s (2014) mutual aid model for supporting faculty teaching content related to social justice, can be used as a starting point to promote a human rights-based campus culture. Purposely engaging the university community to encourage collaboration and interdisciplinary
engagement will reduce isolation of faculty and staff, encourage discussion on
success and challenges, create a supportive learning environment, and enhance
collegial solidarity.
Teaching Human Rights
Finally, a human rights culture can be facilitated by the inclusion of teaching
human rights across curricular content. As human rights are universal, inclusion across disciplines will promote knowledge and understanding of human
rights documents, processes, and principles. Resources related to teaching
human rights at the college level are often discipline specific, but interdisciplinary course offerings will help to promote collaborative engagement as described
above.1 Teaching from a human rights perspective has potential to impact
society, facilitate the realization of human rights beyond the ivory tower, and
overcome U.S. exceptionalism (Chiarelli-Helminiak, Eggers, & Libal, 2018).
Conclusion
This critical policy analysis of SDG 4 in the context of U.S. higher education
provides the impetus for more empirical research. A body of literature related to
underrepresented minority students must consider historic and personal social
injustices and human rights violation when considering access to higher education through graduation. Fukuda-Parr, Lawson-Remer, and Randolph (2015)
found the promotion of one human right, such as education, is an immediate
investment in the promotion of other rights. Highlighting the indivisibility and
interdependence of human rights, the right to education is vital to the realization of other social, economic, and cultural rights, in addition to political and
civil rights.

Teaching Human Rights website (http://teachinghumanrights.uconn.edu/) offers
over a hundred syllabi and a growing number of lesson plans geared toward integrating
human rights content at the university level.
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